THE VICTORIANS AND  AFTER
a not very distorted picture of what happened to the Jbrm and content of the novel Part of the content was, of course, influenced by the breakdown of the Great Taboo 5 from Ouida onwards blameless as her novels appear to us now, it became gradually more and more possible to take into account the physical side of sex, George Moore loosened the bands almost completely In the present century the results of the breakdown have been to give exaggerated importance to this aspect of human life, but it is ultimately a gam to an art to be able to handle any material that offers itself, and the distortion in the present direction as perhaps not so jyicious as distortion in the other
' It is not that one directly misses the sensual erotic motive in the earlier novelists Thackeray, as Professor Hamilton Thompson has noted, suffers the most, since his subject-matter was largely human pretensions in the face of human weakness and folly But the absence of this element makes itself felt in the falsity which reveals itself as sentimentality It does not perhaps affect the men so much, since a good deal was left to be inferred on the "wild oats" principle, but it is a commonplace that most of the ideal young ladies of the early Victorian novelists are intolerable, less so with Disraeli than with the others, for his heroines did at least think The worst side of the Victorian respect for feminine chastity and refinement, apart from the horrible punishment inflicted upon those who slipped (one has only to think of Little Em*ly or Mrs Gaskeirs Ruth), was their segregation from the intellectual currents of the time Up till the triumph of the new middle class, every educated woman spoke Italian, French and possibly German or Spanish, she had a grounding in the classics, and some musical culture, she could meet man conversationally on equal terms By the mid-Victorian period her highest functions were to mind the baby, or distribute soup to cottagers,1 her musical education extended to playing the family hymns on Sunday evenings
1 It is shocking to think that Keats may be partly responsible for this ministering angel attitude But the higher ideal did persist see Charlotte Yonge's The Daisy Chain Also social work was often undertaken by the most cultivated.
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